THE THIN RED LINE

How great is the burden of defence upon the narrow man-power
resources of the British Commonwealth can be recognized at once
from a review of the past weakness of the Commonwealth.
Admittedly much more could have been done, then, just as more
can be done now; but when we examine the true state of defence
of the British Commonwealth in the first part of the present
century we shall be forced to ask ourselves whether, even if
political and military errors had not been made, and even if the
lassitude of apparent security had been overcome, the Common-
wealth could ever have sustained the full burden of self-defence
in the twentieth-century conditions.

THE OLD SYSTEM

Although the aeroplane, the submarine, the tank, the armoured
car, and the light automatic gun changed the scale of strategy,
they left intact the seven great theatres of world power, whose
great distances, natural barriers and relative positions preserved
them as distinct fields offeree. In themselves these new weapons
did not fundamentally alter the position of the British Empire as
the pivot of a system of world peace. Their advent, however,
coincided with political changes which, in alliance with them, shook
that system to its foundations.

The first new political fact was the German attempt, begun
with the Navy Laws of 1898 and 1900, pressed in 1914-18, and
renewed in 19395 to harness a military-hegemony of the European
continental bloc to such naval and counter-naval power as would
smash through the Western European and Near Eastern screens
into the oceanic theatres. The second new political fact was the
rise and self-assertion of Japan as a world Power commanding
the newly identified Western Pacific theatre. Between them these
two evoked the third new political fact: the appearance of the
United States as a positive element in world power-politics out*
side the Americas.

Of these new developments the first by itself undermined the
old structure of world power depending on the British Empire;
for it compelled a concentration of Britain's forces on two fronts
(Western Europe and the Near, East) out of many that she had
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